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This paper reports on recent empirical investigations of Hungarian which call into
question several widely accepied cluims: dbout neurral vowels in Hungarian. Subjects
treated ¢ more like a front hermonic vowel than @ neufral vowel, they were more likely 1o
use hack vowel suffines with mixed vowel roots with e and o int the last sylluble if the rapts

5 an lmpewstics,

were digylluhic than i1 they were longer, and most subjects responded with frost harmonic
suffia vowels for most rools with aeetral vowels in (e final twa syllahles

ape phodotngies
the parasessiog
l. Tntroduction
Pupers {rom the

Much recent work on vowel harmony has involved reanalysis of familiar
data within a theoretical framework that assumes auvtosegmental and/or
underspecified phonological representations. Analysis of neutral vowels in a
] fanguage like Hungarian has proved to be particularly challenging. This
PAper reports on recent empirical investigations of Hungarian which call into
question several of the widely accepted claims about neutral vowels in
Hungarian. !

ers in g uisiics

Deseriptions of Hungarian vowel harmony typically state that the vowels
of {standard Budapest) Hungarian are as in table 1.

* An earlier version of this paper wis presenied at the Winter Mecting of the LSA in San
Frunclsen, 1987, We are grateful lo Yera Galintai and Andrea Reményi for their assistance in
administenng our most recent questionnaires ul Moricz Zsigmond Gimnizivm, Szechenvi Tstvin
Limndzium, and Thikdly ot Gimndziem, all in Budapest

' For tesults of recent empinesl investiganons of Finnish vowel harmony, piraiiel to thoss
feporied here for Hungarian, see Heindmiki und Ringen (| 988)

(I23-3841/89/%3.50 (> 1989, Elsevier Science Publishers BV, {North-Holland)
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Tahla |
Fros Back
Unrounded Round Unrounded  Roung
Shurt Long Short Long Long Shor Long
High i 1[0 i [v] | u i) 0 [u]
Ml €[] & [ie) i [iz:) o [o] 0 [}
Low ¢ [&]

a [a:] # [3]

It is further suggested that in native non-compound words, back vow
o, . a4, d4) do noi oceur in words with Jrone harmonic Vowe
front unrounded vowels (1, §, e, #)
It is widely decepted that harm
harmonic rog; vowels
vowels have at leas LW

els {u, g,
Is: (&, &, &, &), The
are usually classified as neutral,

onic suffix vowels garee in b
in Hungarian. Hence, most suffixes wi
alternates, one with a fron| harmonic vowel and one
with a back harmonije vowel (Hungarian also hys roundness harmony which
15 ignored here, For recent discussion see Kornaj {(1987)).
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nak has a4 hack vowel wh
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Some examples
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(1} haz *house! hiz-nak dative
mokus squirrel” mokus-nak dative
firi ‘sheep firii-nek dative
Ordim Joy’ drdm-nek dative

Following roots with only neutral vowels, harmo

nic suffix vowels are gener-
ally front as llustrated in (2). 2

(2} viz ‘Water

viz-nek daliyve
filler ‘penny’

fillér-nek dative
In Hungarian, a5 in most languages with vowel harmony, loanwards often
violate harmany restrictions in that bath front and back harmaonie vowels are

theless, i1 is usually claimed that harmonic suffix

vowels following such disharmonic roots obey the same harmony rules as
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(iey do with native roots; they agree in backness with the last non-neutral
J'l:lt'?-i yowel.

Front unrounded vowels are usually characlerized as being irrelevant 1o
suffix harmony in-so-called mixed vowel roots (i.e. in roots with both back
vowels and Iront vowels). Some examples with a back vowel followed by a
high {ront unrounded vowel are given in (3):

(3) radir ‘criaser’ radir-nak dative
kavics ‘pebhle’ kavics-nak dative

Although the last root vowel is fronl, harmonic suffix vowels are hack —
preciscly what one would expect if’ { and [ were neutral vowels. Tt is often
suggested that suffix vowels behave in a similar fashion following mixed
vowel roots ending in non-high front unrounded vowels as well — indeed this
i just another way of saying that these vowels are neutral.

Other mixed vowel roots have been described as VACILLATORS which
allow suffixes with either front or back harmonic vowels, Some examples
from Vago (1974) are given in (4);

{4} lotel-nek fotel-nak ‘armchair’  dative
konkrét-nek konkret-nak ‘concrete’ dative
analizis-nek analizis-nak ‘analysis’ dative
Most of these so-called vacillators end in a non-high front unrounded vowel
orin a sequence of fwe [ront unrounded vowels. As Vago (1974: 88) notes.
prescriptivists teach that the back alternate of such vacillators is preferable.

2. Our studies

Empirical studies conducted in Hungary suggest that descriptions of Hun-

JEran vowel harmony, such as the ome just sketched, do not accurately

fepresent the facts about Hungarian neutral vowels. In all of our studics

between 50 and 100 native speakers of Hun garian. primarily high school and

university students in Budapest and Debrecen, were presented with sentences

Aontaiming blanks and asked to give the apprapriate form (or forms if more

than one was passible) of a word supplied in its uninflected form. Early in

(BUr investigations we found that sentence context can affect suffix vowel

* choice {see Kontra, Ringen. and Stemberger (to appear a. b)), In particular,
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rages of subjects that used suffixes with fronr vowels, with back viwels, with
,'1”_;.:,- front and back vowels (i.e. gave two alternates. one with a front vowe]
and one with a back vowel). Listed in table 2(a)® are all the mixed vowel
roots with ¢ or i in the last syllable. These results are consistent with the claim
that the high front unrounded vowels are irrelevant o suffix harmony, since
almost all subjects responded with a back harmonic sulfix vowel for most
roots. For the word negaeiv, for example, 97.1% of the subjects responded
with a back suffix vowel. The forms in table 2(b) show that subjects use front
harmonic suffix vowels when roots contain front harmonic vowels or only
front unrounded vowels, but back suffix vowels with roots comtaining back
vowels. The forms in table 2(c). which are disharmonic loanwords, show that
subjects use back harmonic suffix vowels when the last root vowel is hack.
but front harmonic vowels if the last root vowel is & front harmonic vowel.

2.4, The starus of e

[n other cases. however, subjects showed similar agreement among them-
selves, but their responses were at odds with most accounts of vowel
narmony. If, as s usually suggested. ¢ [z] i5 a neutral vowel, then we would
expect suffixes following roots such as those in table 3 to have pack harmonic
vowels, They do not, however, These results are inconsistenl with the claim
that ¢ [£] 15 & neutral vowel, but consistent with the claim that it is front
harmonic. The list in table 3 gives all the mixed vowel roots ending in e that
wi have tested.,

For all but one of the mixed vowel roots with final & that we have tested. the
majonty of subjects used suffixes with fropr harmonic vowels. For some
words a considerable amount of variation accurred. But for the majority of
words, over 88% of the subjects used a front harmonic suffix vowel* This
suggests that subjects consider e to be front harmonic. Compare the forms in
lable 3 with those in table 2(a). There is also considerable variation for some

On somi: lests, subjocts were not nsked to give alternatives, Words fram such tests are omitted
Tromi the lists reported in this paper if the word alsa appeared on i test on which sllemuatives were
mgquested. When & word only appeired on o 130 on which alternatives were not requested, = dash
dppears in Lhe rightmost column, If @ word appeared on more than one guestionauire which
asked for alternatives, we have listed the results with the least intersubiect agreement,

1Lt interesting to note that two words in table 3, Jézsefand ok fiber, which have been claimed
(e by Vago (1980)) to be excepticnud in that they allow prly front harmanic suffix vowels, pre
hot different from most ather mixed vowel rools crding with ¢. Our data suggest thiat these forms
are actually totally regular. Vago (personal communication) now scknowledees that ¢ is from
hurmonic

i Ao s s Ll
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Yo Front % Hack % Both Glrss

sElifrazsen {EIRT] 0 0.0 suffrapetie’
bitumen 4981 0,0 1.9 ‘Mitumen
ciklamen LA [.4 0.0 “evclamen'
Mpochonder EERN 1.0 in ‘hypochiondriag
lozsef 978 2.2 0. "Joscph”

amulett 953 38 w ‘amulet’
aktdber 92,3 [.9 58 ‘October”
sidgert Q0.0 4.4 ‘it tune’
karakiers B98 5. 51 ‘character’
ciniber §0.5 5 ‘cinnabar’
pariner
sEnlamanders
leandear
pasatef]
kaTer
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Ahel

hote|

bthter

f==

‘partner’
‘snlamander’
‘oleander’
rastell

‘trunk’

‘powder’

“Abel

‘hote!”

night walchman’
‘armchair
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* The words stiger, Earakter zalamander and paszecll have apprared on severnl tests with
different suffixes. Subjects” responses Rave differed by over 10 perceniage points in some cases,
apparently at least partinlly as a funetion of the sullix used. For example, szalamander oecurred in
several sentences, The lowest percentigs of front sulfix vowels Used in o neuiral context was 879
with the possessive suffix {Haf{fre;: the highest percentege of front suffix vowels used was UT0
with the nominative plural suffix wkiek, The percentapes reported in table3 dire Lhe fowes
peresntiges of front suflix vowel responses that accurmed

words in table 2(a), but for the majority of forms, subjects use 88% or more
fack harmonic suffix vowels. Comparing table 3 and table 2(a). we sce that
there is apparently as much Justification for calling e front harmonic as there
is for calling i neutral.

The suggestion that e is a front harmonic vowel rather than a neutral vowel
is not mew. It is so characterized by Szépe (1958) Ringen (1975, 1977, 1980)
and Papp (1975). Nonetheless, most accounts of Hungarian vowel haﬁﬂi]ﬂlf
describe e as neutral and suggest either that regular mixed vowel roots ending
with ¢ [¢] allow both front and back harmonic suffix vowels or only back
harmonic suffix vowels. The data from out investigations indicate that the
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Tahie
Y% Front % Back % Roth Gloss
lay kave K] (X0 1Y) ‘caffes’
sEOmsTed 0.0 100 (.11 ‘nerghbar’
koktel (1K1 [[EIE] Lo ‘cocktmil’
konkri 2.9 07| ‘concrere”’
anket 1.8 15 53 ‘meeting’
s 5.7 B4R 6.5 “affair”
lrupez K3 3.0 B.5 “trapese’
SEHiEn 122 73.5 |4.3 *satin’
parli 1.8 72.5 157 ‘parfait’
wthén 173 67,3 154 *Athens’
hohiém |2z 65,1 235 ‘Bohemian'
HIEEn 30 0.0 3.0 “arsenic”
norveg 23:8 S 26.1 Norwgy'
ohszeen 400 13 [3.7 ‘ohsceng’
szloven athf [3.0 7.4 ‘Slovenian”
(b} hidrogén GG [ERL) 3 ‘hydrogen’
nilrogén 24100 0.0 fr.0l ‘mitrogen’
majones B4 6.3 101t ‘Muyonnaise’
aulogén 422 4.4 ] aulogenous’
sEingaley 754 224 3.0 Singhalese’
homogen 620 ZE0 0.0 ‘homogenéous’
kriziantém 300 .o - ‘chrysanthemum’
diadeém [7.4 T1.2 50 ‘diadem
pomle 5.4 a1, 3.6 ‘penaliy’
kubare X9 971 — ‘cabiaret
Imonadé {10 11,0 0.0 Temotnade’
pieragdé 0.4 1000 i ‘parade’

Indeed it might be that the vacillation that iz found

dlmonions;

can be atribuled to preseriptivists”
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This same pattern is mare striking with the long mid front unrounded
vowel ¢ [2:]. All of the mixed vowel roots with ¢ i the final svllable that we
have tested are given in table 4, the disyllabic roots in {a) and the longer roots
m (k). As can be seen in table #a) for most (but not all) disvllabic mixed
vowel roots with # back vowel followed by the long fromi unrounded
midvowel ¢ [e:] subjects did respond with a back harmonic suffix vowel as
would be expected if ¢ [e] were a true neutral vowel, Note, however, that
there is more vanation thian when the reot final vowel is § or i (compare table
Ha) with table 2(a)). When roots have more than two syliables, however, a
different picture emerges. As shown in table 4(b) the majonty of the subjects
respond with froni harmonic suffix vowels for half of roots with more than
twa svllables that we have tested. Indeed, if we set aside the roots that end in
&, which apparently are different (for reasons we do not understand), then we
see that subjects use front suffix vowels with the majority of polvsyllahic
mixed vowel roots which have & in the last syllable. In Kontra and Ringen
{1987} 11 1s suggested that the differences in suffix choice may have to do witl
stress. In Hungarian stress falls on the first syllable. Thus, ¢ in the examples
ir table 4da) is preceded by a stressed back vowel whereas it is preceded by an
unstressed back vowel in the examples in table 4(b). Similarly in the cxamples
in table 3. the back vowel preceding ¢ seems to be harder to ignore if it is
siressed than if unstressed.

2.3, Two newtral vowels
As noted earlier, it is vsually suggesied that mixed vowel roots with front

unrounded vowels in the last two svllables aliow both front and back suffix
vowels. However, as shown in table 5 the vast majority of subjects in our

Tahle 5

% Front % Buck % Both  Gloss
harakiri 9.0 1.4 0.0 “hari-kari’
alita 953 2.8 [ “alibni’
paralizis w3 4.7 9 ‘patralysis’
.11|'|I|h:1'|ill.‘-z Q3.0 iu 4.0 *bronchitis’
POETIS HER] 6.7 34 ‘pottry”
wnalizs BH.5 T EN anakvsis’
WERPIFiN K 23.5 7.7 “pspirin’
potey 1.8 14 O ‘pasilive’
aprihs 0.4 [HIIVRY 0.0 “Apnl’ s
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studies responded with from harmonic suffix vowels
neutral vowels in the last 1w syllables we have tested

It seems that few speakers actually allow both front ang back vowsis
equally following raots with newtral vowels in the final two syllables. For all

but one of the forms above, over 8gv; of the subjects agreed about suffix

choice. However while they chose front vowels for most items, they agreed on
back vowels in two cages.

Farkas and Beddor (1987} claim that front harmaonic suffix vowels are also
found with mixed vowel words when the neutry| v
rool. For example, they cite the forms in (5):

for almast g1 words with

awels are not part of the

(3) mam+ i+ nak

‘mother diminutive,, datjve
mam + csi+ nak

‘mother Jiminu[m::, dative

mam -4 i+ ci+ nek /nak ‘mother” dim, +dim,. dative

Farkas (1982) gives other examples reproduced helow:

(6) szomszéd
szomszed + nak

‘neighbor’

‘neighbor’ dative

szomszid + ek + nek nak ‘neighbor” collective, dative
Acel "ACE (family name)
Acel+nak ‘Acel’ dative

Acel 4 &k + nek nak

“Ace!” callective, dative

We have tested these forms and our results confirm these claims (see tahle &),

lable &

¥ Front ‘o Back
lit) mam-1 au ELRRT
th) man-i-ci 45.7 543
) Acrep 14 971
(h) Awwdliy 250 75.0)
4] szomszid (L) 1000
(B sromaesd-2k 7.4 R2:6

Aetd und dezéd are alternative spellings of the same surname

Although subjects respond aimost exclusively with b

ack suflix vowels lor the
(2) forms in table s, when there

are two neutral vowels between the back
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vowel of the root and the harmonic suffix vowel a5 in the (b} forms, subjg
allow more ront suffix vowels, Note, however, that the percentages of frong
respanses are much lower than found for most items in table 5. As Farkus
and Beddor observe. these examples are important because they show thay
is the two newtral vowels which cause the frent suffix vowels and not some
exceptional feature of the roots. As pointed out in Ringen (1988), this me
that any analysis that claims that neutral vowels are completely irrelevani (o 8 :
harmonic suffix vowel determination cannot be correct. :
Note finally that vacillation cccurs only when there are fwe neutral vowels:
Compare the forms in table 6(b) with those in table 7 where the suffix éj,;'.
oeeurs with a root final back vowel and no vacillation was found.

Table ?

% Fronl % Back Ciloss

Gahor-ek {0 1040 rabor coll.
Farkas-&k .0 1060 ‘Farkas' coll

3. Conclusion
Our data suggest the following about neutral vowels in Hungurian:

{13 ¢ [g]. the law front unrounded vowel is best viewed as front harmonic nol
neutral (see 1able 3).
No neutral vowel in Hungarian is altogether transparent; indeed il seeml
that it is difficult to ignore more than one preceding neutral vowel when &
determining suffix vowel quality (sec table 3).
The number of syllables in a mixed vowel root with a non-high unmun{r—
ed vowel (¢ or &) in the last syllable seems to correlate with subjects’ 1L
of front suffix vowels. When e or ¢ is preceded by a srressed back L'v:r'ﬁ_'_r:] 'w-
(as they are in disyllabic mixed vowel roots) suffixes arc more likely 108 1
have back vowels than when e or ¢ is preceded by an unstressed backEs
vowel (see tables 3 and 4),

(4) The high front unrounded vowels (i and 1) are different from th
front unrounded vowel (¢) (compare tables 2(a) and 4).

@ mid‘:._

=

r -}.:I- ]
These results are consistent with the observations of Vago (1974) and tfﬂﬁ 3
Anderson (1980) that Hungarian neutral vowels are not equally neutral. TOE
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high [ront unrounded vowels seem most neutral, the mid front unrounded
yowel less neutral and the low front unrounded vowel not neutral at all.®
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